[New data concerning the etiology of insulin-dependent diabetes].
The mechanism of pancreatic beta-cell destruction in type I (insulin-dependent) diabetes mellitus (IDDM) involves autoimmune events directed against these cells. Anti-beta-cell autoimmunity occurs in genetically predisposed individuals and may precede clinical manifestations of IDDM by several years. Markers for beta-cell autoimmunity, especially islet-cell antibodies, are being used with increasing reliability both for detection of IDDM and for evaluating the risk of development of the disease. HLA alleles associated with IDDM include DR3 and DR4, with the risk of IDDM being especially high in individuals with the heterozygous combination DR3/DR4. Recent advances in molecular biology have resulted in more accurate identification of genetic variants and even of amino acid sequences associated with IDDM. These markers can be used to identify patients with genetic susceptibility to the disease. The mechanism of action of genes associated with IDDM is as yet unknown but probably involves the receptor function of HLA molecules for antigens during immune responses.